The intensification of the process of globalisation, liberalisation and privatisation has led to fundamental changes in the global political and economic architecture. In this changing political and economic context, India
Introduction
The evolution of India"s Look East policy can be traced back to the changing world economic environment in the early 1990s. India opened up its economy in 1991 with the introduction of New Economic policy. Around this period of time, the internal economic and political situation of India was worsening. The 1990 Gulf crisis had a deep impact on India"s economy as it depended much on the West Asian countries for oil and trade. The collapse of the Soviet Union created a strategic and economic vacuum for India, since USSR was a major trading partner of India. __________________ Foreign Minister Jaswant Sinha. In 2003, Mr. Jaswant Sinha emphasised on the need of wider economic and political ties with the "extended neighborhood". Mr. Sinha stated that, the first phase of India's Look East Policy was ASEAN-centered and focused primarily on trade and investment linkages. The new phase of this policy is characterized by an expanded definition of 'East' extending from Australia to East Asia, with ASEAN at its aim. The new phase also marks a shift from trade to wider economic and security issues including joint efforts to protect the sea lanes and coordinate counter-terrorism activities. On the economic side, phase second is also characterised by arrangement for FTA and establishing institutional economic linkage between the countries of the region and India.
The second phase of Look East Policy of India has significant amount of impact on the relation with East Asian nations and Australian continent, in terms both trade and investment and political and security ties. As a goodwill gesture, India-ASEAN signed Free Trade Agreement in goods, services and investment in 2010. This has eased the cross border movement of goods, capital, labour and services which would lead to welfare of the consumers of both region. The governments of Japan and India started negotiating a comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement in January 2007. Finally the two of Asia's largest economies, signed a landmark free trade agreement (FTA) in 2011. This has paved the way for the elimination of tariffs on more than 90 percent of goods traded between the two countries. Bilateral trade between the two countries was worth $10.3 billion in 2009-10, which has increased to US$ 14.51 billion in the financial year 2015-16. Bilateral trade between India and Japan is expected to reach US$ 50 billion by 2050 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan). As consequences of the signing of Free Trade Agreement, as many as 9,000 products ranging from steel and apparel to drugs and machinery could be traded either without duty or at substantially reduced tariffs. Japan is the fourth largest foreign investor in India. The amount of Japan's cumulative investment in India since April 2000 to September 2016 is US$ 23.76 billion, (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan) which is nearly 8 per cent of India's overall FDI during this period. India sees the Republic of Korea as an indispensable partner in its "Act East" strategy. South Korea is one of the earliest foreign investors in India after economic liberalization in 1991. South Korean companies including Samsung, LG and Hyundai are among the most respected companies in India. The Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) between the two countries was implemented in January 2010. In 2016 June, India and South Korea reviewed their free trade agreement (FTA) with a view to further strengthen bilateral economic ties. The bilateral trade between India and South Korean stood at US$ 16.59 billion in 2015-16 (Institute of Defence Studies and Analysis). The bilateral trade and investment relationship between India and Australia has been progressed rapidly. As of financial year 2014-15, India was Australia"s tenth largest trading partner accounting for almost 18 billion Australian dollar (MEA of India). Signing of the India-Australia Free trade agreement (FTA) or Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA) is in advanced stage and is likely to be inked soon.
Objective and rationale
The objective of this paper is to study possibilities of greater trade and business relation between India-ASEAN as an impact of the Look East Policy. We will try to analyse the growing ties in respect of areas such as trade in goods and services, investments and flow of capital etc. Further, one of the objectives of this paper is to identify the opportunities for North-East region of India if the Look East Policy is implemented proactively.
The rationale behind this paper is the growing importance of India-ASEAN relationship. Both regions have been experiencing high growth rate. Further, India-ASEAN are bestowed with huge consumer base and untapped natural resources. These regions have the potential to lead the global economic growth in near future. North-East of India can be gateway to ASEAN market because of its geographical proximity.
Review of Literature
This section reviews the existing literature on India-ASEAN relations and the Look East policy. observes that India"s Look East policy has emerged as an important foreign policy initiative of India in the post-Cold War period. The political and economic developments in different parts of the world during the early 1990s brought radical changes in the relations among nations, resulting in the emergence of an era of globalisation. Globalisation brought about an increasing integration of economies and societies and threw open opportunities and challenges to both the developed and developing countries. The collapse of the Soviet Union was therefore a big loss for India in political, strategic and economic terms. The Asia-Pacific region was the best alternative available to India post the Gulf crisis; so India was forced to Look East. Morarji and Sharma (2015) observe that though diplomatic and economic efforts were made by India to join ASEAN since 1987, these countries expressed reservations due to India"s support to the Heng Samrin regime. Moreover, they were apprehensive that Pakistan would also seek membership of ASEAN in which case, ASEAN would become a platform for a spat between India and Pakistan. According to Sundaram (2013) , the Look East policy is an attempt to forge closer and deeper economic integration with its eastern neighbours as a part of the new realpolitik in evidence in India"s foreign policy and the engagement with Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) is the recognition on the part of India"s elite of the strategic and economic importance of the region to the country"s national interests. As Prime Minister Manmohan Singh once said, the Look East policy is "not merely an external economic policy; it is also a strategic shift in India"s vision of the world and India"s place in the evolving global economy." Saikia (2010) believes that during the process of closer economic integration, India faced the hurdles of lack of significant market for most South-East Asian economies, insurgency problem, delayed infrastructural development, inefficient bureaucracy, and complex socio-cultural and ethnic frameworks. India-ASEAN economic relations improved over the years, leading to multifaceted institutional arrangements being developed by the two sides. Chatterjee (2007) finds that positive engagement with Southeast Asia in the post-Cold War era began in the 1990s when India became a Full Dialogue Partner (in 1995) and a member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (in 1996) . Since then, India has regularly though not always effectively participated in the deliberations of the forum in both the capacities. Despite some initial setbacks during the Asian financial crisis and the Pokhran nuclear tests, positive factors such as the pursuit of a simultaneous "Look West" policy by ASEAN have registered impressive progress in strengthening comprehensive Indo-ASEAN relations in the initial stages of cooperation.
The twenty-first century has seen more comprehensive engagement between India and ASEAN. There are three main issues facing India in the Southeast Asian region (Haokip, 2015) . First, stabilising the North-East, its clandestine flows and foreign connections; second taking advantage of the proximity of Southeast Asian nations, especially Myanmar, to step onto the Asian diplomatic and economic scene; and finally, measuring the impact of China"s influence on the Myanmar regime and its consequences for the country"s interests. The emergence of the Asian Tigers and the growth of ASEAN as leading economies of Asia provided further impetus for the Indian policymakers to look at the East as a possible avenue for conducting economic transaction. Jyoti (2013) discusses the second phase of India"s Look East Policy and finds that India was looking to develop association with countries beyond its immediate neighbourhood, perceiving countries in the East and North-East Asia as its far eastern neighbours and the ASEAN countries as its near eastern neighbours. Phase two broadened the scope of Look East policy. It included new and expanded areas of cooperation such as trans-regional infrastructure, transportation, communication, HRD, Science and Technology including the knowledge areas, agriculture, trade and investment, energy, environment, culture and people-to-people contacts. Gogoi (2014) discusses the emerging trends of regional cooperation identified as a strategic way to harness the comparative advantage of North East Region. This led to path the new way for the development of NER with more and more liberalize the geo-political rigidities, NER is expected to be the beneficiary of the "Look East Policy" due to its geographical advantage vis à vis-the Southeast Asian Countries. NE region is the gate way to the ASEAN region. This region is not in a position to earn the benefit of international trade from the west. So looking to east is obviously a natural opportunity for the upliftment of international trade and economic growth of this region. North East Indians think of South East Asian countries as their neighbours. But in a maritime sense, the east cost of India -Orissa, Andhra or Tamil Nadu -is also next door to South East Asia (Singh and Singh, 2014) . Indeed, historically mainland India's ties with South East Asia have been more maritime than continental. It may be tempting therefore for India to build relationships with South East Asia that are primarily maritime rather than continentally oriented. Barua and Das (2008) observe that the crux of the problem of development of NER is not the lack of integration with the booming East and the Southeast Asian markets. The crucial problems of development faced by the region are the lack of intra-regional as well as intra-state connectivity, infrastructure and the issues of security and governance. (1 Observer -Papua New Guinea). ASEAN was formed in August, 1967 by Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. Its principal aims include accelerating economic growth, social progress, and sociocultural evolution among its members, alongside the protection of regional stability and the provision of a mechanism for member countries to resolve disputes peacefully. The size of ASEAN economy stands at US$ 2.8 trillion in 2015. ASEAN as a single entity is the third largest economy in Asia and sixth largest in the world. ASEAN shares land borders with India, China, Bangladesh, East Timor, and Papua New Guinea, and maritime borders with India, China, and Australia.
ASEAN-India relations
ASEAN-India relations have taken positively strong direction only in 1990s, when India was opening up economy to march towards economic liberalisation, even though India was provided with the opportunity of being a founding member of ASEAN. The ASEAN-India Free Area emerged from a mutual interest of both parties to expand their economic ties in the Asia-Pacific region. India"s search for economic space in the Asia-Pacific region resulted in the "Look East Policy".
Since the initiation of the Look East policy in 1991, bilateral relations between India and ASEAN have progressed rapidly. India became a sectoral dialogue partner of ASEAN in 1992 in three areas namely trade, investment and tourism (Table 1) . With the sectoral dialogue partnership, India saw its trade with ASEAN increased rapidly relative to its trade with the rest of the world. Between 1993 and 2003, ASEAN-India bilateral trade grew at an annual rate of 11.2%, from US$2.9 billion in 1993 to US$12.1 billion in 2003. Much of India's trade with ASEAN is directed towards Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand, with whom India holds strong economic relations. India-ASEAN relations were upgraded to a Full Dialogue Partnership at the fifth ASEAN Summit in Bangkok in December 1995 (Table 1) . The cooperation between India-ASEAN has also got the required push with the initiation of Look East Policy and with positive acknowledgement from ASEAN nations. The increasingly close cooperation between India and ASEAN led to the strengthening of not only economic ties but also security linkages, resulting in India"s admission to the ASEAN Regional Forum ( Bilateral trade and investment between India and all these countries have significantly improved over the last decade. And these economic ties would take only positive direction and new dimensions in next few decades because of the fact that both India and ASEAN are blessed with huge consumer base and bestowed with abundant natural resources. The ASEAN bloc"s real GDP is expected to grow at 6% in the next five years (asean.org). In the same time period India is expecting a growth rate of at least 8%. But from the past experience it was seen that even if India has been growing constantly at decent rate, the North Eastern part of India has not been blessed too much from such growth rate. Rather the development over all in the region has been dismal. One of the main aim of the Look East Policy was to challenge that trend and bring growth parity in the region. India and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) signed the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) in services and investments on September 8, 2014. The signing of FTA is expected to bring much needed pace to ASEAN -Indian Relations, hence growth and development to whole North East region due to its geographical proximity with the ASEAN countries and due to growing economic stature of the ASEAN countries. Table 2 presents an idea of how the ASEAN economies are growing. Table 3 provides data on the net FDI inflows into various ASEAN economies. In terms of top sources of FDI inflows into ASEAN, the European Union tops the list (Table 4) . The bilateral investments flows between India and ASEAN have been progressive in the last decade. Singapore has emerged as one of the top source of FDI for India with total FDI amount of US$ 5137 in the year 2014-15 (Table 5) . India is emerging as investment destination, particularly for institutional investors in Singapore and ASEAN who are eyeing overseas market for yield and diversification. India has undertaken liberalisation of FDI including raising investment limits, fast government approvals, simplifying investment conditions and opening up new sectors such as defence, insurance and retail etc. to FDI. The launch of "Make in India" campaign in September, 2014, is aimed at attracting companies to use India as a global manufacturing hub, is attracting more investments. 
Investment and trade opportunities between India and ASEAN countries
ASEAN is very dynamic and rapidly growing region and it is managing its diversity and growth effectively. From 1990 to 2005, ASEAN trade experienced a per annum growth rate of over 10 percent. Currently its economy is expanding at 4.6% annually Economist and experts has forecasted the growth rate to pick up in 2017. Interestingly, the fuel for trade growth is coming from within the region. The intra ASEAN growth rate has been more than 10% in last few years. Similar to ASEAN economy, India has also attained a place of prominence at the global stage. India is sixth largest economy of the world with nominal GDP size of US$ 2.30 trillion. Currently it has been experiencing a healthy growth rate of 7.6%. So we can say that the two regional markets (i.e. India and ASEAN) can be combined to yield a market of huge potential for growth and investment by both domestic and international investors. Table 6 provides a glimpse of current status and potential of India and ASEAN. The total population combined is bit less than 2 billion which is approximately 26% of the world population. This is a huge consumer base most of which is comprise of middle class people. Such a
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huge potential consumer base can attract any investors from all over the world. With such market potential Foreign Direct Investment has been already flowing in which can be seen from above data. As on 2015-16, the combined FDI inflows stand at US$ 529.75 billion (Table 6 ). Table 7 gives a picture of the India-ASEAN merchandise trade and its recent trends. India-ASEAN trade and investment relations have been growing steadily, with ASEAN being India's fourth largest trading partner. The annual trade between India and ASEAN stood at approximately US$ 76.53 billion in 2014-15. It declined to US$ 65.04 billion in 2015-16 essentially due to declining commodity prices amidst a general slowing down of the global economy. In 2005-06, Singapore accounted for more than 50 % share in India"s total exports to ASEAN followed by Indonesia, Malaysia with a market share of 13 %, 11% respectively. After a decade, in 2015-16, export 
Source: The Associated Chambers of Commerce and Industry of India (ASSOCHAM)
Petroleum oils and meat products accounted for a share of about 15% and 10.5% of India"s total exports to ASEAN respectively. Other top export items to ASEAN were transport equipment (8.5%), chemicals (6.7%), mechanical appliances (6.4%), nonferrous metals (5.2%), iron & steel (2.9%) and pharmaceuticals (2.8 %). In contrast, India"s imports from ASEAN are dominated by petroleum oils, palm oil, coal briquettes, chemicals, electrical and electronic equipment and mechanical appliances. These five items accounted for more than 50% share in India"s total imports from ASEAN.
Impact of Look East Policy on India-ASEAN relations
Government of India initiated the Look East policy (LEP) in the early 1990s. Later, in 2014, the Government decided to emphasize on the implementation aspect by terming it as "Act East". This decision was probably made in light of the realisation that although many plans and policies have been formulated, their execution has been abysmal. Today is the prime time of globalisation and it is opportunity both "look" and "act" East as India"s relations with Myanmar and Bangladesh are already in a good shape and are projected to improve from here on. As of now the Look East Policy"s contribution to India-ASEAN relation has been to greatly significant. Yet we can sum up the following positive from the Look East Policy of India.
Economy and trade
As already discussed, the economy and trade relationship has been constantly growing at a rapid pace. Total trade between India and ASEAN stands at US$65 billion in 2015-16 (MEA). Former PM Dr. Manmohan Singh envisioned that the trade volume would reach US$ 200 billion in the next decade. After the operationalization of India -ASEAN Agreement on trade in goods in 2010, India has formally signed Free Trade Agreement for services and investments in 2014. The pact will allow India to leverage its competitive edge in the areas of finance, education, health, IT, telecommunication and transport. This will be especially helpful for balancing India"s deficit with ASEAN countries in trade of goods.
Improved Connectivity
Of the many factors that contribute to building positive relations between India and the neighbouring countries, connectivity features at the very top. From the Indian perspective, connectivity is important for improving economic and trade relations with all the neighbouring nations, as well for improving links with the North Eastern region of India. The "Look East Policy" is incomplete without "physical connectivity". Myanmar serves as the land bridge between India and South Asian and South East Asian nations. India has been working on Mekong-Ganga cooperation which would connect ASEAN nations through Myanmar. The Mekong-India Economic Corridor (MIEC) will be a network of land and sea infrastructure which include India, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam. Mekong-India Economic Corridor will form an integral part of the India-ASEAN connectivity. This Corridor connecting Southeast Asia to South Asia on the eastern part of India would add greater momentum to the growing trade and investment linkages between ASEAN and India. Apart from MIEC, the Moreh/Tamu route of the India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway is progressing well. Completion of this project is poised to create a new dynamic in India"s multi-faceted relations with the region. India has backed the extension of this highway to Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. A former Minister of India"s Ministry of External Affairs has said that the Look East policy envisages the Northeast region not as the periphery of India, but as the centre of a thriving and integrated economic space linking two dynamic regions with a network of highways, railways pipelines, and transmission lines crisscrossing the region. PM Narendra Modi has announced a Line of Credit of US$ 1 billion to promote projects that support physical and digital connectivity between India and ASEAN For really this to happen the policies and plans have to be proactively implemented and executed without any political and bureaucratic barriers.
Security cooperation
The main forum for ASEAN security dialogue is the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). India has been attending annual meetings of this forum since 1996 and has actively participated in its various activities. The ASEAN Defence Ministers' Meeting (ADMM) is the highest defence consultative and cooperative mechanism in ASEAN. The ADMM+ brings together Defence Ministers from the 10 ASEAN nations plus Australia, China, India, Japan, New Zealand, Republic of Korea, Russia, and the United States. The Defence Minister of India has attended the 3rd ADMM+ held from November 2015 in Kuala Lumpur. India has also participated in Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF) held in Manado, Indonesia on September 2015.
ASEAN-India projects
India has been cooperating with ASEAN by way of implementation of various projects in the fields of agriculture, science and technology, space, environment and climate change, human resource development, capacity building, new and renewable energy, tourism, and connectivity. Since 2011-12, while 13 projects have been completed, 17 projects are under implementation and 22 projects are in the planning stage, some of which are in the final stages of approval.
India's Look East Policy and North-East India
Programmatically, "Look East" meant looking eastward for fostering newer ties with the immediate neighbours of South East Asia. Although the LEP in its present form got initiated during 1991, it was only in 2008 that North East India appeared in related policy formulation with the launch of NER Vision Document 2020. India"s Northeastern states cannot be easily accessed from the mainland without Bangladesh"s cooperation, so positive relations with India"s South Asian neighbours will be crucial to enhancing its land connectivity with Southeast Asia. The Look East policy is thus a product of various compulsions, changed perceptions and expectations of India in the changed international environment. The interest for regional cooperation with ASEAN was based on the recognition of the strategic and economic importance of Southeast Asia to India"s national interests. In this paper, we analyse the opportunities for North East region from The Look East policy of India (now Act East) and the challenges that might come up in the process.
Before Independence, North East part of India was one of the most industrially advanced region. Tea plantation and tea manufacturing, plywood manufacturing, coal mining and oil refining were some of the prominent industry segments. The Digboi oil Refinery was set up in 1901 in Assam at Digboi by Assam oil company ltd. This was India"s first oil refinery. The railways, roadways and inland water ways were fairly at advance stage to facilitate trade within the region as well as outside. But after independence and due to Partition, the region was turned into a landlocked territory with just a 22-km connecting link (through Siliguri) with the rest of India. Total area of North eastern states is of 262,179 square kilometers or about 8% of India"s total area. Arunachal Pradesh is the largest state of Northeast. In terms of population Assam being the largest state also contribute highest to the Northeast"s net state domestic product (NSDP). The North-East region has 5300 kms of international borders with the nations like China, Myanmar, Bhutan, Nepal, and Bangladesh. Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Mizoram and Nagaland share a 1643 Kilometers border with Myanmar. Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram share 1880 Kilometers border with Bangladesh. Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Sikkim share 460 Kilometers border with Bhutan and Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh share 1325 Kilometers border with the Tibet autonomous region of the People Republic of China. The region is the home for 45 million culturally, ethnically, linguistically diversified and naturally bestowed people. The region is rich in natural resources, especially water and forests, and it could potentially be one of the wealthiest regions of India. With such geographical advantage the region could be easily the gateway to East Asian countries for all the economic activities and hence drive the growth engine of the country.
In reality, however, the overall growth of North East region over the past years have been abysmal sluggish. The region"s economy is generally characterized by low per-capita income, low capital formation, inadequate infrastructure facilities, geographical isolation and communication bottleneck, inadequate exploitation of natural resources. Due to political division or unwillingness of political parties or the topographical difficulties hinder the undertaking of any development plan. Apart from political factor, unrest and insurgency is the one of the biggest reason for the low growth and development of the region. Despite the initiation of policy like North East Industrial and Investment Promotion Policy (2007) and granting "special category" status to the region, most of the region still remains underdeveloped compared to other parts of India. Within the North-East region itself the growth pattern is widely imbalanced. Meghalaya and Sikkim have recorded highest growth rate in the region. But populous state like Assam, Manipur have seen below par growth. Per capita income is also below the national level in most of the region. The state wise economic performance of the NorthEast region has been given in Table 8 . Mostly, the people of North East regions are engaged in primary economic activities, agriculture being predominant. Performance of industrial sector is not too encouraging due to absence of large scale industries in the region. Refinery, cement, fertilizer, paper and paper products are few notable industries present in the region. The lack of growth in industrial sector can be attributed to reasons like land acquisition problem, availability of power, transport and logistics, credit disbursal, skilled labour, marketing and taxation issues etc. Lack of sufficient infrastructure is main hurdle to growth and development of the whole North-East region. The look east policy of India can turn the fortune of the whole North east region if proactively implemented. One of the main objectives of the Look East Policy of India was to foster trade and economic relation with ASEAN countries and at the same time to overcome the imbalanced and low growth of North East states. Because of its geographical location, the North-East region can act as the land bridge between mainland of India and ASEAN. We have already seen that the FTA has been consistently boosting economic and trade ties with the ASEAN nations. The trade activities are expected to increase further with the completion of proposed Asian highway 1 and 2 which would connect Asian countries and pass through North East of India. This is expected to bring the must needed growth and development to North-East states. Now we will try to analyse how the Look East Policy of India can pave the way for developing North-East region of India and whether the region has the potential to become gateway of India to ASEAN.
 Geographical advantage exists due to proximity to countries in South and South-East Asia. North-East can emerge as a strategic base for foreign/ domestic investors to tap markets of South and Southeast Asia.  Opening of a border custom station between Myanmar and North-East (Moreh in Manipur) along with the possibility of a second border trading point opening at Champhai, the region is seen as a corridor for flow of goods and services between India and Southeast Asia.  North-East"s internal waterway network connects the region with Bangladesh and Myanmar, giving access to the ports of Chittagong (Bangladesh), Calcutta and Haldia (West Bengal in India), and Sittwe (Myanmar).  Industrial growth centres in NER has already been converted into tax-free zones for the next 10 years. Moreover, the government also offers incentives on transport, capital investment, and interest subsidy on working capital.(FICCI)  A region with very high literacy rate (over 70 %), and large number of people fluent in English. A strong potential for growth of information technology enabled services.
The potential of the North East region can be realised with the rapid development in infrastructure specially connectivity. Connectivity is going to be one of the biggest boon for the region if properly developed. At present, the connectivity in the region is not up to the mark but it is making progress. The total length of NHs in the region is 8,480 km and the states have 5,711 km of state highways (SHs) and 15,154 km of major district roads. In most NE states, village and district roads are dominant. These roads are particularly important for facilitating intra state movement of people and freight. As far as air connectivity is concerned, the region has 11 airports in operation at present. The Lokpriya Gopinath Bordoloi International (LGBI) Airport in Guwahati, Assam, is the region"s only international airport. In Sikkim, airport construction is underway in Pakyong. Inland water transport can be a viable, cost-effective alternative in the plains of the region, given the high cost of expanding other modes of transportation. Major river routes in the region are the Brahmaputra and the Barak rivers in Assam which have been declared as National Waterways 2 and 6 respectively. In all, the region has about 3,839 km of navigable river routes. The region has about 2,600 km of railway lines, but till today only two state capitals are connected by railway. Most of the railway lines are lying in the states of Assam and Tripura. Recently Arunachal Pradesh has been included in the railway network of India. Apart from the interior connectivity, the two Asian Highways will pass through the north east and will overlap with each other to effectively provide north east India connectivity with Bangladesh apart from Myanmar and other ASEAN countries. Such international connectivity will led to reallocation of trade and export hub to north east region. If business zones are relocated to north east region, there will be huge amount of cost savings in terms of logistics and transportation. According to a study conducted by PWC, that around 95% of the total export to countries such as Bangladesh, Bhutan and Myanmar and around 99% of the total trade with these countries is happening from regions other than the north east. Alongside, from the perspective of geographical locations, industry will save significant logistics costs, if they set up shop in the NE region. The setting up of trade and export shops in North East region will results in growth of other ancillary industries. In this process there will be large employment opportunities for localities of the region.
Challenges in North East states
Even if the region is bestowed with huge natural resources, the region is still lacking growth comparative to national level. Realisation of resources has been a daunting task due lack of accessibility. So if North East region is to be developed through the Look East Policy, then one of the primary requirement would be enhancing physical infrastructure.
Physical infrastructure
Physical infrastructure including road, rail and air connectivity is a serious problem in Northeast. Roads are real facilitator to transport connectivity and therefore need to be built and well maintained in the region. Currently most of the road are either not prepared or in dilapidated condition. The hilly terrain of the region makes it difficult and expensive to set up rail networks in the region. This is the main reason behind the absence of railway lines in the hilly states such as Arunachal Pradesh Manipur, Meghalaya and Mizoram. Many airports of the region are lying unused and many are not well maintained. Because of infrastructure issues, presently exports from North-East to ASEAN countries are routed through Kolkata and Haldia ports in West Bengal, nearly 1600 km from Northeast. The lack of logistical support and communication bottlenecks continues to hamper the region from fully realising its export potential in handicrafts, tea, spices etc. To facilitate free and fast movement of goods in the region as well as across the border, the connectivity issue has to address. Besides the connectivity issue, the infrastructure for banking facility, telecommunication, electricity supply etc. need to be adequately developed.
Insurgency
The problem of insurgency in the region has a long history. The persistence of insurgency can be attributed to political unwillingness, ignorance from Central Government, and most importantly lack of employment opportunities. The problem of insurgency has become the stumbling block in the course of development. It foundered every development strategy and hampered all the developmental works. Kidnapping, extortion, killing, strikes and curfews have become regular affairs. There are regular economic blockade hampering the movement of goods and services. Due to such kind instability the investors has been kept themselves away from the region. So Government need to take necessary steps at the earliest to solve the insurgency problem in the region. This would help in enhancing trade and investment in the region, thus creating employment opportunities.
Land acquisition
Land acquisition in the North Eastern region is difficult due to inaccurate or incomplete data of land ownership and resettlement issue of native people dependent on land and forests. The Central and state governments will have to come up with solution so that land acquisition process is simplified and speed up at the same time.
Conclusion
It has been three decades since the initiation of India"s Look East Policy. Have we achieved what the policy was intended for? We cannot say outrightly that the Look East policy is a failure. In the last ten years, total trade between India and ASEAN has been growing at an average rate of 15 percent year on year. The total trade has increased from US$30.7 billion in 2005-06 to US$ 65 billion in 2015-16. The share of ASEAN in India"s total trade has been average 10 percent. It would be immature to say the policy as a success because one of the main objectives of the policy to stabilise the North-East region is nowhere to be seen or if any, that is in a dismal pace. The Look East Policy was initiated with the objective of liberalisation of India"s economy and improvement of the economic situation in North East India region. Look East policy was meant to look towards South East Asian nations through North-East region of India. However, in true sense the North East development agenda has been incorporated in the policy at a much later stage. It may be too early but the impact of the India"s Look East Policy on the growth and development of North East region is nowhere to be seen. The potential of the region is not being fully utilized because of inadequate infrastructure and political ignorance. The problems cited above have persisted as far as North Eastern states are concerned. Initiatives for economic integration of the North-East region with ASEAN need to be preceded by an effective integration of the region with the mainstream of Indian polity and economics. This would require the removal of the North East population"s general sentiment that they are alienated from the rest of India, the creation of adequate infrastructure and a conducive environment for free movement of economic and non-economic resources. The importance of India"s current relationship with ASEAN and its future potential for mutually beneficial growth will require greater political, economic, and diplomatic engagement with ASEAN. India is emerging as a serious player in the Asian strategic landscape as smaller states in East Asia reach out to it for trade, diplomacy and, potentially, as a key regional balancer. The Look East Policy provided a tremendous encouragement to economic ties between India and the ASEAN member states. An aggregate analysis of Indo-ASEAN trade exhibits the importance of ASEAN in India"s trade. It is observed that ASEAN"s importance has been increasing since 1980. ASEAN as a region has displayed great dynamism. There is a large untapped potential for expansion of ASEAN-India merchandise trade from the present levels. The introduction of Look East Policy (now Act East) has been successful in developing political and economic ties with ASEAN and East Asian nations. With political will and improved connectivity, the trade volume is expected to increase further in the future. It remains to be seen if India can indeed live up to its full potential, as well as to the region"s expectations.
